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Medical management of hypercalcaemia

S. H. RALSTON
Department of Medicine and Therapeutics, Aberdeen University Medical School, Foresterhill Hospital,
Aberdeen AB9 2ZD

1 Hypercalcaemia is a common disorder, which frequently requires specific treatment
either to control symptoms, or to prevent the development of irreversible organ

damage or death. Although the best and most effective way of controlling hyper-
calcaemia in the long-term is to treat the underlying cause, medical antihypercalcaemic
therapy is often required in clinical practice, either as a holding measure, or because
the primary disease cannot itself be treated.

2 The mainstays of medical antihypercalcaemic therapy are firstly, to promote calcium
excretion by the kidney by restoring extracellular volume with intravenous saline and
secondly, to administer pharmacological agents which inhibit bone resorption.
Measures which seek to reduce intestinal calcium absorption are seldom effective.

3 Intravenous bisphosphonates are the treatment of first choice for the initial management
of hypercalcaemia, followed by continued oral, or repeated intravenous bisphos-
phonates to prevent relapse. These drugs have a relatively slow onset of action (1-3
days) but have potent and sustained inhibitory effects on bone resorption, resulting
in a long duration of action (12-30 days).

4 Of the other agents available, calcitonin has an important place in the management
of severe hypercalcaemia where a rapid effect is desirable; calcitonin is best used in
conjunction with a bisphosphonate however, because of its short duration of action.
Intravenous phosphate also has a place in the emergency management of severe

hypercalcaemia, but is probably best reserved for patients in whom other less toxic
therapies have failed. Corticosteroids are generally ineffective except in certain
specific instances and are best avoided in the routine treatment of undiagnosed
hypercalcaemia.

Presentation

Hypercalcaemia can occur in association with a wide
variety of underlying disorders, although the vast majority
of hypercalcaemic patients seen in routine clinical
practice turn out to have one of two disorders; primary
hyperparathyroidism or malignant disease (Fisken et al.,
1980) (Table 1).
With the increasing use of autoanalyser technology,

the most common mode of presentation of hyper-
calcaemia nowadays is as an 'isolated' laboratory
abnormality, picked up on routine biochemical screening.
Many patients however, also exhibit symptoms or signs
related to the elevation in serum calcium levels (Mundy,
1989; Warwick et al., 1961). The symptoms of hyper-
calcaemia (Table 2) are wide-ranging but relatively non-
specific; since they are usually superimposed on those of
the underlying disorder, symptomatic deterioration may
be erroneously attributed to the primary disease process
(such as advancing cancer, for example), rather than the
elevation in serum calcium values. In general, hyper-

calcaemic symptoms increase in proportion to the
degree of elevation in serum calcium values, although
there is considerable inter-individual variation, such
that some patients-particularly those with cancer-

Table 1 Frequency with which different causes of hyper-
calcaemia are seen in clinical practice

Very commonly Cancer
Primary hyperparathyroidism

Rarely Sarcoidosis
Immobilisation
Thyrotoxicosis
Vitamin D toxicity
Thiazide-induced
Acute renal failure (recovery phase)

Very rarely Addison's disease
Non-sarcoid granulomatous disease
Familial hypocalciuric hypercalcaemia
Milk-alkali syndrome

Correspondence: Dr S. H. Ralston, Department of Medicine and Therapeutics, Aberdeen University Medical School, Foresterhill
Hospital, Aberdeen AB9 2ZD
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Table 2 Symptoms and signs of hypercalcaemia

Kidney Gut CNS CVS Other

polyuria; anorexia; confusion; coma; depression hypertension (Weidmann etal., 1972); conjunctivitis;
polydipsia; nausea; (Fitz & Hallman, 1952); arrythmia (Bronsky et al., 1961); corneal
thirst; vomiting; ataxia (Streeto, 1969); ECG changes (Bronsky et al., 1961); calcification;
renal failure; constipation; scotomata (Simpson, 1954); increased sensitivity to digoxin vascular
nephrocalcinosis; pancreatitis* localising neurological signs (Bower & Mengle, 1936) calcification.
nephrolithiasis* (Mundy, 1989); reduced pain

threshold (Mundy & Martin,
1982); muscle weakness,
hypotonia, fatigue (Patten et
al., 1974).

*Rare in cancer-associated hypercalcaemia.
Selected symptoms and signs are referenced.

related hypercalcaemia-may experience severe

symptoms with relatively mild hypercalcaemia. In most
cases the symptoms of hypercalcaemia can be reversed,
either partially or completely, by effective antihyper-
calcaemic therapy (Ralston et al., 1990a), although it is
important to note that the rate of symptomatic improve-
ment may lag behind the biochemical response.

Investigation and differential diagnosis

Since most hospital laboratories measure total serum

calcium concentration, it is frequently necessary to
'correct' the measured calcium concentration for the
prevailing level of serum albumin (Editorial, 1977;
Payne et al., 1979). This is because approximately half
of the total calcium is in the biologically active ionised
form, while most of the remainder is bound to albumin.
In the presence of hypoalbuminaemia therefore, total
calcium concentrations may be normal or low, when the
ionised (and biologically relevant) fraction is in fact
elevated (Iqbal et al., 1988). While 'correcting' the total
calcium level for albumin serves to compensate for such
variation in plasma protein binding in most cases, patients
with paraproteinaemia may occasionally present with
spurious hypercalcaemia, due to excessive binding of
calcium by the circulating globulins (Merlini et al.,
1984). In this situation, the diagnosis of hypercalcaemia
can only confidently be made or excluded by measurement
of ionised (or diffusible) calcium.
The most useful investigation in differential diagnosis

of hypercalcaemia is determination of plasma immuno-
reactive parathyroid hormone levels (iPTH) (Brown et
al., 1987; Editorial, 1985; Logue etal., 1990). In patients
with elevated or 'innappropriately detectable' iPTH
values, primary hyperparathyroidism is the most likely
diagnosis provided that the rare condition of familial
hypocalciuric hypercalcaemia is excluded by assessment
of fasting urinary calcium excretion (Menko et al., 1983).
While cases of true 'ectopic PTH' production have been
described in cancer, this is extremely rare and the find-
ing of a raised iPTH level in a hypercalcaemic patient
with cancer is much more likely to be due to co-existent
primary hyperparathyroidism. Patients with non-

parathyroid causes of hypercalcaemia such as malignant
disease, vitamin D intoxication, sarcoidosis, and im-
mobilisation tend to have low or undetectable iPTH

values (Logue et al., 1990). Although full discussion of
the differential diagnosis of these conditions is beyond
the scope of this article, two points deserve mention;
firstly, patients with cancer-associated hypercalcaemia,
who comprise the vast majority of this group, can usually
be diagnosed at the bedside, since most have advanced
tumours by the time hypercalcaemia develops. Secondly,
a very rapid indication of the aetiology of hypercalcaemia
can often be gained by measurement of serum albumin,
since the presence of hypo-albuminaemia strongly favours
the diagnosis of cancer-related hypercalcaemia.

Mechanisms of hypercalcaemia

Whatever the underlying cause, hypercalcaemia is due
to a disturbance in homeostatic mechanisms regulating
calcium exchange at three sites; the kidney, bone, and
the intestine (Parfitt, 1979). The relative importance of
these in the pathogenesis of hypercalcaemia is discussed
below.

Kidney

Abnormalities of renal calcium homeostasis are of
crucial importance in the pathogenesis and maintenance
of most types of hypercalcaemia. Hypercalcaemia acts
directly on the renal tubule to cause inappropriate urinary
loss of sodium and water (Benabe & Martinez-
Maldonado, 1978; Gill & Bartter, 1969), which may not
be replaced as the result of gastro-intestinal symptoms.
The state of volume contraction and sodium depletion
resulting from the above is associated with renal sodium
retention; this further reduces urinary calcium excretion
by stimulating calcium reabsorption in the proximal
renal tubule, since the transport of these two ions are
linked at this site (Benabe & Martinez-Maldonado,
1978; Lassiter et al., 1963). In some conditions, such as
primary hyperparathyroidism and many cancers, the
reabsorption of calcium in the distal renal tubule is also
increased (Peacock etal., 1969; Ralston etal., 1984) due,
respectively, to the effects of PTH (Agus et al., 1973;
Peacock et al., 1969) and PTH-related peptide (PTHrP)
(Horiuchi et al., 1987; Kemp et al., 1987).

In addition to the renal tubular abnormalities discussed
above, impairment of glomerular filtration rate is common
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in hypercalcaemic patients as the result of dehydration
and sodium depletion (Benabe & Martinez-Maldonado,
1978), irreversible renal tubular and glomerular damage
as the result of prolonged hypercalcaemia, or in associ-
ation with the excretion of specific nephrotoxic substances
such as Bence-Jones protein in myeloma (Mundy &
Martin, 1982).

Bone

calcium. Reducing dietary calcium intake, or giving
agents which will inhibit intestinal calcium absorption
are much less effective in the treatment of hypercalcaemia
probably because the contribution of increased intestinal
absorption is in most cases, overshadowed by abnormal-
ities of renal function and bone resorption.

Specific agents

Bone resorption is increased in the majority of patients
with severe hypercalcaemia and in most cases, this
increase is due to stimulation of osteoclastic activity
(Parfitt, 1979). Osteoclasts are multinucleated cells
which act to remove calcified bone matrix during the
normal process of bone remodelling (Chambers, 1985).
In many hypercalcaemic disorders, osteoclastic bone
resorption is increased, either on a systemic basis, due
to the action of circulating humoral factors (e.g. PTH,
PTHrP, vitamin D metabolites, thyroid hormones) or in
association with local release of osteoclast-stimulating
factors by tumour metastases (Mundy & Martin, 1982).
While increased bone resorption alone is often insuffi-
cient to cause hypercalcaemia because of compensatory
homeostatic mechanisms (Peacock et al., 1969; Ralston
et al., 1984) the abnormalities of renal function which
are frequently operative in hypercalcaemic states impair
the ability of the kidney to increase calcium excretion,
so allowing serum calcium levels to rise.

Intestine

Intestinal calcium absorption is increased in a variety of
hypercalcaemic disorders including primary hyper-
parathyroidism, sarcoidosis, vitamin D intoxication and
some lymphomas (Davies et al., 1985; Mawer et al.,
1985; Parfitt, 1979; Singer & Adams, 1986). While this
process contributes to the pathogenesis of hypercalcaemia
in some cases, it is often overshadowed by the contri-
bution of kidney and bone, not least because of the fact
that patients with hypercalcaemia severe enough to
require treatment are usually anorexic and taking little
in the way of dietary calcium in any case!

Antihypercalcaemic treatment

At the outset it should be emphasised that the only sure
way of controlling hypercalcaemia in the long-term is to
identify and treat the underlying cause; this may involve
surgical parathyroidectomy in hyperparathyroidism;
chemotherapy or radiotherapy in cancer-associated
hypercalcaemia; steroid therapy in sarcoidosis and so
on. In some patients however, effective therapy for the
underlying disease may not be available; in others, the
underlying cause of hypercalcaemia may not be known,
or specific treatment may have to be delayed because of
co-existent medical problems. It is in these circumstances
that medical antihypercalcaemic therapy is indicated.

Successful medical management depends on correcting
the abnormalities of renal, skeletal and intestinal
calcium homeostasis which contribute to the hyper-
calcaemia. In most cases, this requires drug therapy to
inhibit osteoclastic bone resorption and intravenous
fluid therapy to promote the urinary excretion of

Intravenous fluid

Rehydration with intravenous fluid is an important
aspect of antihypercalcaemic therapy (Heller & Hosking,
1986; Hosking et al., 1981). Initially, 500 ml 0.9% saline
should be given every 4-6 h intravenously and the in-
fusion continued for 2-3 days. This regimen should be
sufficient to replace the sodium and water deficit in most
patients and will in addition, be enough to stimulate a
sodium-linked calcium diuresis in the proximal renal
tubule (Hosking et al., 1981). Subsequently, saline in-
fusions of approximately 2 1 day-1 should be continued
to maintain the urine output until serum calcium values
are below 3.0 mmol 1-1 and/or an adequate oral fluid
intake has been established. Loop diuretics such as
frusemide (40-80 mg every 2-4 h) have been used, in
combination with very large quantities of saline (12-14
1 day-') in the treatment of severe hypercalcaemia (Suki
et al., 1970). Although effective, this treatment may be
associated with serious haemodynamic and electrolyte
disturbances and its use demands intensive care facilities
with close monitoring of urinary electrolyte losses and
central venous pressure monitoring. Loop diuretics
should not however, be used routinely during rehydration
except for fluid overload, since there is a risk that they
may actually impair calcium excretion by perpetuating
a state of extracellular volume contraction.

Saline repletion alone may be expected to reduce
serum calcium values by 0.2-0.4 mmol 1-1 on average
and in some cases may restore normocalcaemia (Heller
& Hosking, 1986; Hosking et al., 1981; Sleeboom et al.,
1983). Further drug therapy aimed at reducing bone
resorption is usually necessary to achieve a sustained
response however, since accelerated bone resorption is
almost always present in patients with severe hyper-
calcaemia.

Calcitonin

Calcitonin is a valuable adjunct to rehydration in the
initial management of severe hypercalcaemia. It has a
rapid calcium-lowering effect, evident within 2 h of
administration, due to inhibitory effects on osteoclastic
activity and renal tubular reabsorption of calcium
(Hosking & Gilson, 1984; Silva & Becker, 1973; Wisneski
et al., 1978). The effect of calcitonin on renal handling
of calcium is probably due in part, to its natriuretic effect
(Bijvoet et al., 1971). Salmon calcitonin is usually
employed in the treatment of hypercalcaemia because it
is more potent than both human and porcine calcitonins;
various regimens have been used, although the dose-
response relationship seems to be relatively flat above
25-50 i.u. 8-hourly by subcutaneous injection (Hosking
& Gilson, 1984).
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The response to calcitonin, while rapid in onset, is
usually short lived and many patients 'escape' control
after 2-3 days, due to down-regulation of calcitonin
receptors on the osteoclast. It has been found that in
some cases, such relapses may be partly prevented by
the co-administration of corticosteroids (e.g. prednisolone
40 mg day-') (Binstock & Mundy, 1980), although in
many patients with cancer-associated hypercalcaemia,
the addition of steroids makes little difference to the
response (Warrell et al., 1988). In the longer term, this
combination of drugs provides less complete control of
hypercalcaemia than the bisphosphonates or mithramycin
(Ralston et al., 1985). Recently, calcitonin has been
sucessfully combined with the bisphosphonate disodium
pamidronate in the treatment of cancer-associated
hypercalcaemia, since its rapid effect was useful in con-
trolling hypercalcaemia during the first 24-48 h of treat-
ment, while the bisphosphonate had time to take effect
(Ralston et al., 1986).

Intravenous phosphate

Intravenous neutral phosphate (40 mmol infused slowly
over 4-6 h) is an effective treatment for most types of
hypercalcaemia (Fulmer et al., 1972; Goldsmith &
Ingbar, 1966). Serum calcium values start to fall within
a few minutes of administration, due to precipitation of
insoluble calcium-phosphate complexes in bone and soft
tissues, although subsequently, there may be an inhibitory
effect on osteoclastic bone resorption (Herbert et al.,
1966). The duration of action is relatively brief and in
most patients, serum calcium values start to rise once
again after 2-3 days (Fulmer et al., 1972).
While intravenous phosphate is almost invariably

effective, serious adverse effects such as hypotension,
ectopic calcification and acute renal failure may occur,
particularly in patients with pre-existing renal dysfunction
and hyperphosphataemia (Breuer & Le Bauer, 1967;
Carey et al., 1968). Because of the above problems,
intravenous phosphate is probably best reserved for
patients with life-threatening hypercalcaemia in whom
other treatments have failed.

Mithramycin

Mithramycin is a cytotoxic antibiotic, initially used as a
chemotherapeutic agent in certain solid tumours
(Kennedy, 1970). It is an effective antihypercalcaemic
agent at one tenth of the doses used for antitumour
therapy (Perlia et al., 1970; Ralston et al., 1985; Singer
et al., 1970), because of its inhibitory effects on osteo-
clastic activity (Kiang et al., 1979; Ralston et al., 1985)
and renal tubular reabsorption of calcium (Ralston et
al., 1985). Mithramycin is generally administered as a
single intravenous injection of 25 ,ug kg-' body weight.
Depending on the response, the drug may be repeated
on two or more occasions. Lowering of serum calcium
values reliably occurs within 24 h of administration, with
a maximal effect at 2-4 days and a duration of action of
9-10 days (Ralston et al., 1985). Normocalcaemia is
restored at some point in approximately 30-40% of
treated patients (Ralston et al. 1985; Sleeboom & Bijvoet,
1985). Although effective, repeated use of mithramycin is
limited by toxicity (Kennedy, 1970); in addition to causing

Table 3 Structure of bisphosphonates

OH R2 OH
II\

OH Rl OH

Etidronate = Rl - OH, R2 - CH3
Clodronate = Rl - Cl, R2 - Cl
Pamidronate = Rl - OH, R2 - CH2 - CH2 - NH2

nausea, vomiting and malaise directly after administra-
tion, potentially serious side effects such as thrombo-
cytopaenia, renal damage and liver damage may also
occur, particularly with repeated doses. Because of
these adverse effects, mithramycin has largely been
superseded by other agents with a more favourable
toxicity profile (Ralston et al., 1985).

Bisphosphonates

The bisphosphonates are a group of compounds which
share in common, potent inhibitory effects on osteoclastic
bone resorption (Fleisch, 1983, 1989). Structurally, the
bisphosphonates are characterised by a central core of
P-C-P atoms, to which are attached various chemical
side chains; these determine the potency and specific
properties of individual compounds in the group
(Table 3).
While bisphosphonates may be given orally in the

treatment of hypercalcaemia, intravenous administration
is preferred initially at least, because of the common
occurrence of nausea and vomiting in hypercalcaemic
patients, coupled with the bisphosphonates' poor and
unpredictable intestinal absorption (Fleisch, 1989).
Although many bisphosphonates have been synthesised
(see reviews by Fleisch (1983, 1989)), only three are
currently available in the UK for clinical use and further
discussion will be confined to the use of these compounds;
etidronate (ethane hydroxy bisphosphonate), clodronate
(dichloromethylene bisphosphonate) and pamidronate
(aminohydroxypropylidene bisphosphonate).

Etidronate

Etidronate has been almost exclusively used in the
treatment of cancer-associated hypercalcaemia. Al-
though early investigators used repeated daily doses
of between 200 mg-1000 mg etidronate by intravenous
injection (Jung, 1982), it is now given by slow intravenous
infusion (7.5 mg kg-' body weight) for 3 consecutive
days (Hasling et al., 1987; Jacobs et al., 1987; Kanis et
al., 1987; Ralston et al., 1989; Ryzen et al., 1985a,b).
Serum calcium values start to fall within 2-3 days after
starting treatment with a maximal effect between days
6-7 (Hasling et al., 1987; Jacobs et al., 1987; Jung, 1982;
Kanis et al., 1987; Ralston et al., 1989; Ryzen et al.,
1985a,b). The supressive effect on serum calcium values
lasts about 10-12 days (Ralston et al., 1989; Ringerberg
& Ritch, 1987; Ryzen et al., 1985a). Although most
patients respond to intravenous etidronate, normo-
calcaemia is restored in only 15-40% of treated patients
(Kanis et al., 1987; Ralston et al., 1989; Ryzen et al.,
1985a). Higher rates of 'normocalcaemia'-between
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75%-90% -have been reported in some studies (Jung,
1982; Hasling et al., 1987; Ryzen et al., 1985b) but these
are rather misleading in that they have been based on a
reduction in total rather than albumin-adjusted serum
calcium values to normal; since hypercalcaemic cancer
patients are almost invariably hypoalbuminaemic how-
ever, these reports have probably overestimated the
efficacy of etidronate (Kanis et al., 1987).

Oral etidronate is relatively ineffective as a primary
treatment for hypercalcaemia (Mundy et al., 1983) but
does appear to prolong the effect of intravenous
etidronate (Ringerberg & Ritch, 1987). In one study,
cancer patients who were rendered normocalcaemic by
intravenous etidronate relapsed after a mean of 30 days
post treatment when given oral etidronate also (20 mg
kg-1 day-1), compared with 12 days in patients given
intravenous etidronate alone (Ringerberg & Ritch,
1987).
Adverse effects to intravenous etidronate are rare,

although a disturbance in taste sensation has been re-
ported in some cases (Jones et al., 1987). While acute
renal failure has been recorded in patients with severe
hypercalcaemia who were given high doses of etidronate
(1000 mg) by rapid intravenous infusion (Bounameaux
et al., 1983), this complication has not been reported
using the lower doses in current clinical use. Since
prolonged etidronate therapy has been associated with
the development of drug-induced osteomalacia in Paget's
disease (Boyce et al., 1984), it is currently recommended
that the duration of therapy be limited to 30 days. In
cancer-associated hypercalcaemia (by far the most
common reason for giving antihypercalcaemic drugs),
this is a theoretical rather than practical drawback, since
few patients survive beyond 3 months (Ralston et al.,
1990a).

Clodronate

Clodronate is a more potent inhibitor of bone resorption
than etidronate in vitro (Fleisch, 1983; 1989) and in
clinical studies has been found to be more effective than
etidronate in restoring normocalcaemia (Kanis et al.,
1990; Ralston et al., 1989; Ryzen et al., 1985b). Like
etidronate, clodronate has mainly been used in the
treatment of cancer-associated hypercalcaemia (Adami
et al., 1987; Bonjour et al., 1988; Chapuy et al., 1980;
Jacobs et al., 1981; Paterson et al., 1983; Rastad et al.,
1987; Shane et al., 1982; Witte et al., 1987), although
there are reports of its successful use in hypercalcaemia
associated with immobilisation (Yates et al., 1984) and
hypercalcaemia due to primary and tertiary hyperpara-
thyroidism (Douglas et al., 1980; Hamdy et al., 1987;
Shane et al., 1981). Many dose regimens of clodronate
have been tried ranging from slow intravenous infusions
of 300-1500 mg on a single occasion (Adami et al., 1987;
Bonjour et al., 1988; Ralston et al., 1989; Witte et al.,
1987), to repeated daily infusions of 300-600 mg to total
doses in excess of 3 g (Adami et al., 1987; Jacobs et al.,
1981; Jung, 1982; Kanis etat., 1990; Rastad etat., 1987;
Shane et al., 1982; Witte et al., 1987).
There are no good studies on the optimal dose of

clodronate in the treatment of cancer-associated hyper-
calcaemia and many regimens have been used in clinical
practice; some investigators have reported little or no

difference between single infusions of 500-600 mg and
repeated infusions of 300 mg daily for between 5-10 days
(Adami et al., 1987; Bonjour et al., 1988), whereas
others have found that, in certain groups of patients, a
total dose of 1500 mg, given either as a single infusion
over 24 h or as repeated infusions of 300 mg for 5 days
are more effective than single doses of 600 mg (Kanis et
al., 1990). Currently, the manufacturers of clodronate
recommend a regimen of 300 mg given daily for 5 days.
Serum calcium values start to fall within 2-3 days of

starting clodronate, with a nadir at day 5-6 and a duration
of action of approximately 10-12 days. Reported rates of
normocalcaemia in hypercalcaemic cancer patients
treated with intravenous clodronate range from 40% -
75% in different series (Adami et al., 1987; Bonjour et
al., 1988; Jacobs et al., 1981; Kanis et al., 1990; Ralston
et al., 1989). As with many other antihypercalcaemic
agents (Gurney et al., 1989; Ralston et al., 1987), tumour
type has been identified as an important factor in deter-
mining the rate of response to clodronate (Bonjour et
al., 1988; Kanis et al., 1990), in that patients with local
osteolytic type hypercalcaemia (e.g. myeloma), respond
far better than do those with humorally-mediated hyper-
calcaemia (e.g. lung carcinoma). Intravenous clodronate
is generally well tolerated, although acute renal failure
has been recorded in an isolated patient with severe
hypercalcaemia who was given high doses (19.9 g over
30 days) by repeated intravenous infusions (Bounameaux
et al., 1983). Renal impairment has not been recorded
with the doses currently used in clinical practice.

Oral clodronate has been successfully used in the
primary treatment of cancer-associated hypercalcaemia
(Chapuy et al., 1980; Paterson et al., 1983; Percival et
al., 1985; Rastad et al., 1987) and hypercalcaemic primary
hyperparathyroidsm (Douglas et al., 1980; Hamdy et al.,
1987), but is more commonly employed as an adjunct to
intravenous clodronate therapy to prevent relapse of
hypercalcaemia (Adami etal., 1987; Rastad etal., 1987).
The recommended doses range from 1600 mg-3200 mg
daily, depending on the individual response. Although
doses of up to 2400 mg are generally well-tolerated,
gastro-intestinal side effects-particularly diarrhoea-
occur quite frequently (in between 40%-80% of cases)
with higher doses (Siris et al., 1983, 1980).

Pamidronate

Pamidronate is the most potent bisphosphonate clinically
available (Fleisch, 1983, 1989). It has been successfully
used in the treatment of a wide variety of hypercalcaemic
disorders including cancer-associated hypercalcaemia
(Body et al., 1986; Cantwell & Harris, 1987; Coleman
& Rubens, 1987; Davis & Heath, 1989; Harinck et al.,
1987b; Ralston et al., 1989; Sleeboom et al., 1983),
thyrotoxicosis (Tan et al., 1988), immobilisation
(McIntyre et al., 1989), sarcoidosis (Gibbs & Peacock,
1986), hypercalcaemia following renal transplantation
(Leunissen et al., 1986) and primary hyperparathyroidism
(Evans, 1987; van Breukelen et al., 1982). In common
with the other bisphosphonates, the onset of action is
relatively slow, and 1-2 days may elapse before serum
calcium values start to fall after intravenous administration
(Ralston et al., 1988; Sleeboom et al., 1983; Yates et al.,
1987). The nadir of serum calcium is usually reached by
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day 5-6, with a duration of action of between 20-30 days
(Morton et al., 1988; Ralston et al., 1988, 1989).
Many regimens of pamidronate have been used in

clinical practice, ranging from repeated daily infusions
of 15 mg to a cumulative total of 90 mg (Ralston et al.,
1986; Sleeboom et al., 1983; Yates et al., 1987), to single
intravenous infusions of between 5 mg-90 mg (Morton
et al., 1988; Ralston et al., 1988, 1989; Thiebaud et al.,
1986a; Yates et al., 1987). Since there appears to be no
significant advantage with repeated administration
(Morton et al., 1988; Ralston et al., 1988; Yates et al.,
1987), single infusions are most commonly used in clinical
practice. Dose-ranging studies in cancer-associated
hypercalcaemia have shown that the dose-response
curve is relatively flat above 15-30 mg (Body etal., 1987;
Ralston et al., 1988), although higher doses may be
required in selected patients with resistant hyper-
calcaemia-particularly those who have received
previous courses of antihypercalcaemic drugs (Judson et
al., 1990; Morton et al., 1990).
While the manufacturers recommend that the dose of

pamidronate should be titrated to the severity of hyper-
calcaemia, there is little objective evidence to support
this viewpoint (Davis & Heath, 1989; Gallacher et al.,
1992; Gurney et al., 1989).
Randomised clinical studies have shown that intra-

venous pamidronate is superior to standard regimens of
mithramycin and corticosteroid/calcitonin in the treat-
ment of cancer-associated hypercalcaemia, both with
respect to the degree of reduction in serum calcium and
the duration of action (Ralston et al., 1985). Furthermore,
in a recent study, a single dose of 30 mg pamidronate was
also found to be superior to standard doses of etidronate
and a single intravenous dose of 600 mg clodronate in
this situation, both with respect to calcium-lowering
effect and duration of action (Ralston et al., 1989). It has
been argued that the dose of clodronate used in the
above study may have been suboptimal (Kanis et al.,
1990) although the same comments might also apply to
the dose of pamidronate (Morton et al., 1990; Ralston
et al., 1990). It is currently unknown how maximal doses
of clodronate (1500 mg) would compare with maximal
doses of pamidronate (90 mg).

Intravenous pamidronate is well tolerated, although
a transient leukopaenia and mild pyrexia (usually
asymptomatic) may occur in some cases (Gallacher et
al., 1989; Harinck et al., 1987a).

Oral pamidronate has been used successfully in the
primary treatment of hypercalcaemia (Thiebaud et al.,
1986b; van Breukelen et al., 1982), but at the time of
writing, the oral preparation is not yet available for
clinical use in the UK.

Oral phosphate

Oral neutral phosphate is an effective treatment for
hypercalcaemia (Goldsmith & Ingbar, 1966; Thallasinos
& Joplin, 1968). By raising serum phosphate concentra-
tions, oral phosphate acts, like intravenous phosphate,
to promote precipitation of insoluble calcium phosphate
complexes in bone and soft tissues and to inhibit osteo-
clastic activity (Herbert et al., 1966). Oral phosphate
also acts to reduce intestinal calcium absorption, and
this may be relevant in the treatment of hypercalcaemic

disorders where absorption of calcium from the gut is
increased (e.g. vitamin D toxicity, sarcoidosis, primary
hyperparathyroidism).
Although phosphate is often effective, the doses

required (2-3 g daily) are poorly tolerated due to gastro-
intestinal upset and diarrhoea, thus limiting its usefulness.

Corticosteroids

Corticosteroids have long been used in the treatment of
hypercalcaemia, particularly that associated with
malignant disease (Myers, 1958). Response of cancer-
associated hypercalcaemia to corticosteroid therapy
however, is often incomplete and unpredictable (Percival
et al., 1984; Thalassinos & Joplin, 1970), unless the
primary tumour is itself steroid responsive (e.g. myeloma/
lymphoma). Hypercalcaemia associated with vitamin D
toxicity usually responds to steroid therapy, probably
because of reduced intestinal calcium absorption (Verenr
et al., 1958), as does the hypercalcaemia of sarcoidosis,
largely due to its disease-modifying effect (Anderson et
al., 1954; Singer& Adams, 1986). While primary hyper-
parathyroid patients seldom respond to steroid treatment
(forming the basis of the now outdated steroid suppression
test (Dent, 1956), some patients with parathyroid bone
disease do respond (Watson et al., 1980).

In view of their rather unpredictable effects, corti-
costeroids should not be used as a 'blanket' treatment
for undiagnosed hypercalcaemia or for the hyper-
calcaemia of malignancy. They remain useful however,
for the specific indications discussed above.

Other treatments

Gallium nitrate is now widely used in the USA for the
treatment of cancer associated hypercalcaemia and in
clinical studies has been shown to have an overall degree
of efficacy comparable with that of the more potent
bisphosphonates. It acts by inhibiting osteoclastic bone
resorption and like the bisphosphonates, has a slow
onset of action (2-3 days) with a maximal effect between
days 6-8 post treatment (Warrell et al., 1983, 1984, 1988,
1990). Although the drug may cause renal impairment,
the risk of this is relatively low, provided the patient is
kept well hydrated and other nephrotoxic drugs (e.g.
aminoglycosides) are avoided (Warrell et al., 1988). It
is not yet available in the UK for routine clinical use.

Prostaglandin synthetase inhibitors such as indo-
methacin have been used in the treatment of cancer-
associated hypercalcaemia, on the basis of their inhibitory
effect on bone resorption stimulated by certain experi-
mental tumour models in vitro (Seyberth et al., 1975;
Tashjian, 1975). Although some patients with cancer-
associated hypercalcaemia have been shown to respond
to these agents (Seyberth et al., 1975), most workers
have been disappointed by their lack of effect (Brenner
et al., 1982; Mundy et al., 1983) and they cannot generally
be recommended for the treatment of cancer-associated
hypercalcaemia, or other types of hypercalcaemia.
The somatostatin analogue ocreotide has recently

been successfully used in the treatment of hypercalcaemia
associated with certain neuroendocrine tumours
(Harrison et al., 1990; Wynick et al., 1990). The mech-
anism of action is as yet unclear, although in one case
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reported to date, the drug may have worked by reducing
'ectopic' secretion of PTHrP by the tumour (Wynick et
al., 1990). It is not yet known whether this, or related
drugs may prove to be of value in the treatment of other
types of hypercalcaemia.
The antimalarial drugs chloroquine and hydroxy-

chloroquine may be used in the treatment of hyper-
calcaemia associated with sarcoidosis, where they exert
a supressive effect on the primary disease process (Singer

& Adams, 1986). These agents are not effective in other
types of hypercalcaemia.

Haemodialysis or peritoneal dialysis against a low
calcium dialysate (e.g. 1.25 mM), may be used transiently
to reduce serum calcium values in hypercalcaemic patients
with renal failure (Miach et al., 1975). Unfortunately, its
effect is relatively transient, and is essentially used as a
holding measure, while other more specific treatments
are taking effect.
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